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Introduction: 
“Boy, I sho could blow you out of dar wid a rack of quills. I was de best quill blower 
dat ever put one in man's mouth. I could make a man put his fiddle up; hit you so hard 
wid Dixieland dat I knock you off de seat. Gals wouldn't look at nobody else when I 
start blowing de quills.” (George Fleming)  
The Slave Narrative Collection (SNC) was one feature of the Federal Writers Project (FWP), 
which provided unemployment relief to 6,686 men and women at its peak in July 1938. 
(Mangione 102) The project was sponsored by the Work Progress Administration as part of 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 1930’s New Deal legislation. Compiled in seventeen states 
during the years 1936-1938, the SNC consists of over two thousand interviews with former 
slaves. (Yetman 181) The collections’ second director, Benjamin Botkin, has written “they 
have the forthrightness, tang and tone of people talking, the immediacy and concreteness of 
the participant and the eyewitness, and the salty irony and mother wit which, like the gift of 
memory, are kept alive by the bookless.”(qtd. in Mangione 265)  
         This research uses narratives from the South Carolinian writer’s project to assess the 
extent to which slave agency can be revealed. The thesis is in response to the mythologizing 
efforts of the traditional historiography on American slavery, in which it has been asserted 
that “American slavery had been so brutal that it erased the slaves’ African cultural heritages, 
reduced them to a state of total dependence on their masters, and elicited personality 
characteristics of servility, submissiveness, childishness, and dependence- the “Sambo” 
personality type.” (qtd. in Yetman 191)  This much maligned attempt to infantilize and pacify 
the personality of the American slave by Stanley M Elkins in his 1959 publication, Slavery: A 
Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual Life (1959) is at odds with the history of 
the slave community that can be found in the SNC. Certainly, George Fleming’s humble 
4 
 
skills on the quill blowers show a talent, and aptitude, for music and sense of self-pride that is 
not incorporated into the “Sambo” stereotype. Therefore in direct contrast to Elkins’ 
interpretation this thesis will affirm that there is evidence to suggest that in South Carolina a 
unique slave community existed, that creatively resisted the dehumanization efforts of the 
established white power base.  
Despite this, revisionist scholars of American slavery such as John W. Blassingame 
have noted that slave agency has generally been shunted off to the wings of the historical 
stage. (Blassingame 4) Therefore a close re-examination of slave life is necessary, not just to 
dispel the myth of the “Sambo”, but because as historian Yusuf Nuruddin stresses, Elkin’s 
stereotype is symbolic of a certain type of institutional racism. Nuruddin emphasizes that 
white  supremacy also permeates scholarship  and  lurks  under  the  guise  of  scientific  
objectivity  and value-neutrality. (Nuruddin 295)  Black Power activist Stokely Carmichael 
shared the view that institutional racism is pervasive in the United States. “The reality is that 
this nation, from top to bottom, is racist; that racism is not primarily a problem of “human 
relations” but of an exploitation maintained—either actively or through silence—by the 
society as a whole.” (Carmichael 89)  These words particularly resonate because they are a 
reminder of one of the greatest ironies in the history of the United States, that of the assertion 
of human equality, with the simultaneous denial of rights to a substantial portion of its 
population. If “we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they 
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness”. (Jefferson et al), why did African-Americans bear the 
full wrath of these racial incongruities during and after slavery.  
This thesis is spilt into two chapters. Chapter one explains why the history of slavery 
has been a problematic feature of American life, discussing the psychological scarring effects 
of slavery, the damaging historical traditions of mythologizing the slave and the far too 
5 
 
frequent willingness to forget about slavery altogether. The second chapter will seek to refute 
the mythologizing of slavery, by evaluating slave agency in the South Carolinian SNC. The 
main premise of this research asserts that far from the docile slave there was a cultured and 
creative community that ascertained a level of autonomy and self-determination over their 
lives that was distinctly separate from the sphere of white power. Historian George P. Rawick 
has noted that the former slave “wanted liberty and freedom and the opportunity, to celebrate 
life and thus resist destruction.” (Rawick 101) The research has identified six types of 
qualitative evidence that illustrate the agency and vibrancy of the slave community in South 
Carolina.  
The first type is broadly defined as rice cultivation; this is characterised in the SNC 
analysis in the pride and ownership that former slaves had in their work achievements, and 
the distinctly communitarian approach to the delegation of labour, known as the Task system. 
Secondly, music and dance, in particular musical spirituals, seemed to have played an 
important role in galvanising a common identity which distinctly separated black from white 
culture. Thirdly, there is abundant evidence detailing informal gatherings, described in the 
SNC as ‘frolics’, which demonstrated the prevalence of social pleasure within the slave 
communities. These were usually solely attended by fellow slaves, in which dancing and 
musical skill elevated the community above the oppression, if only temporarily. Fourthly, the 
language used by the former slaves is found to be particularly sharp -witted, which belies the 
traditional interpretation of the “childish” slave. Most notably this can be seen with evidence 
taken from abolitionist writer Frederick Douglass. Fifthly, education within the narratives is a 
recurring theme, and explores how the former slaves in South Carolina found methods of 
learning to read and write, despite the oppression. Moreover this yearning for education can 
be seen in the evidence provided in two of the narratives which discuss prominent black 
politicians from the Reconstruction Era of 1865 to 1877. Additionally the beliefs of the 
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former enslaved in South Carolina demonstrate a strong faith in the spirit world, and a 
clandestine religion, separate from white traditions. Lastly, the simple, and yet detailed act of 
rebellion, in the case of Denmark Vesey’s 1822 slave insurrection in Charleston, which 
shows the length to which there was an organised and resistant slave culture in South 
Carolina.       
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Chapter 1: Legacy, Myths and forgetting 
 
I. I Psychological legacy of slavery   
The pre-eminent black intellectual W.E.B Du Bois in his famous “Souls of Black Folk” 
described succinctly the fracturing experience of being an African-American with his 
creation of the well-known theory of “double consciousness”. He wrote: “It is a peculiar 
sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the 
eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused 
contempt and pity.”(Du Bois 364).  Du Bois, known more for his poetry than his prose, 
skilfully articulated that the forced acculturation of the Atlantic slave led many African-
Americans to suffer substantial damage to their sense of self-worth, often leading to the 
feeling of being psychologically fragmented. He added: “the history of the American Negro 
is the history of his strife, - this longing to attain self-conscious manhood. To merge his 
double self into a better and truer self.” (Du bois 365)  If it is true that, as Du Bois feared, the 
experience of being an African-American is fraught with crises of identity, the necessity of 
constructing a more faithful account of the slave experience, one that emphases the binding 
and lasting cultural elements of a proud and defiant people, is undeniable.   
I. I.2 South Carolinian slave legacy 
In South Carolina the exploitation and legacy of slavery was felt for many years, post-
Civil War. In 1908 Du Bois described the alleys of Charleston as: “probably the vilest human 
habitations in a civilized land”, adding that: “the Negroes of Charleston lived for the most 
part in rickety, disorderly, and unsanitary slums.”(qtd. in Newby 138)  While the state’s 
official history textbook of 1906 read “the importation of the African slave, is one of the most 
grievous misfortunes that ever befell the white race in any part of the world.” (Newby 11) 
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Indeed, this effort to disrepute the African slave in 1906 is supported by an over willingness 
to forget slavery altogether in the 1920s. In Simon Lewis’s interesting post-colonial study of 
Charleston, he asserts along with other historians that the idea of “historic Charleston” was 
shaped by selective preservation movements beginning in the 1920’s that largely erased the 
narrative of slavery. (Lewis 126) Stephanie Yuhl further notes that conservative 
preservationism was a highly selective, even sanitized, reinvention that gave “material 
expression to a version of Charleston that emphasized continuity of tradition, social hierarchy 
and racial deference.” (qtd. in Lewis 126). However, perhaps ultimately the most enduring 
demonstration of Du bois racial fracturing can be seen, according to historian I.A. Newby,  
by the extent that the black South Carolinian family suffered. Newby claims that “the family 
had difficulty remaining cohesive, partly due to the self-hatred and racial contempt white 
supremacists tried to inculcate in blacks, and partly to other pressures from white supremacy 
which made it difficult for black South Carolinians, including members of the same family, to 
develop enduring respect for each other.” (Newby 139)  Newby supposed this to be one of 
the persistent objectives of white racial policy, which was to convince blacks of their 
inferiority, thus imposing the necessity for white supremacy. (Newby 16) Therefore the idea 
of the slave as a submissive and contented actor was crafted and became a central tool of how 
the white south sought to maintain racial exploitation, both during and after slavery.  
I. I.3 Traditional historiography on American slavery 
This concept of the docile slave was propagated further by the traditional 
historiography on American slavery in 1918, when Ulrich B. Phillips published American 
Negro Slavery, in which Phillips commented: “negroes  ... for  the  most  part  were  by  racial 
quality  submissive  rather  than  defiant,  light-hearted  instead  of gloomy,  ingratiating  
instead  of  sullen,  and  [their]  very  defects invited  paternalism  rather  than  
repression.”(qtd. in Nuruddin 294)  This scholarship was reinforced in 1959 by Stanley M. 
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Elkins’ clown like, half-child “Sambo” stereotype. Elkins argued that “the power and 
authority of the master in the American slave system was so overwhelming and so total that 
the slave was deprived of the personal and communal resources to resist.” (qtd in. Yetman 
191)  In essence the traditional historiography on American slavery deemed the slave and 
their society as cultureless dependents.    
Similarly, The Nashville Agrarians of the 1920s and 1930s Southern Renaissance 
Movement also sought to curry favour with the notion of the passive slave, principally in 
romanticising the history of slavery through poems and other literary works. Historian Marcie 
Cohen Ferris has argued “they represented a pastoralised vision of a Southern utopia in 
harmony with nature and ‘rural virtues’ which; “depicts distinctly white (food cultures), 
devoid of any hint of the institution of slavery.” (Ferris 9) This kind of negligence of black 
culture is symbolic of the unyielding and conservative historical tradition that could be found 
in the first part of the twentieth century in the white American South.  The necessity of 
having a ‘static’ identity, one that is grounded either in a neglect of the past or in a preserved, 
and sanitised imaginary past, has been criticised by Philosopher Simone De Beauvoir in her 
book entitled The Ethics of Ambiguity. In it De Beauvoir comprehends that; “the serious man 
manufactures certitude, and this mystification is not only a fleeing from one’s own 
responsibility to act in an unstable world, but also a mind-set that leads to the stifling of 
genuine options for others as well.” (qtd. in Kramer, 631) 
I. I.4 Revisionist historiography on American slavery        
Congruently, revisionist historian Nuruddin criticizes the traditional interpretations of 
slavery as nothing but “modern day science fiction.” Nuruddin adds that the African-
American race has “suffered the slings, the arrows and the semi-automatic bullets of this 
outrageous social science.”(Nurrdin 295)  Other critics of the traditional perspective, such as 
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historians George P. Rawick and John W. Blassingame, saw slaves as active participants in 
shaping their own world. They argued that black culture and the black community from 
which it emerged were entities that had their own dynamic, logic, and integrity, independent 
of whites. (qtd. in Yetman199-200)  The revisionist interpretations of slavery coincided with 
the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power era of the 1960s and 70s. They sought to 
challenge and examine the origins of the racial inequality that had permeated and tainted 
American life.  The emergence of “new social history” in the 1970s meant that the FWP’s 
former slave narratives from the 1930s became increasingly popular, and a source from 
which historians could attempt to construct the life of slaves, from their own perspective.  
George P. Rawick, who used the SNC extensively, emphasizes that; “above all the 
slave community was making itself. The patterns of communication set up by the daily and 
nightly exchanges of conversation, social activities and fellowship were the most significant 
events that happened to slaves.” (Rawick 9)  Rawick added that the former slave had “needs 
and wants of his own: he may demand higher status, higher dignity, and the time and 
opportunity to carry on flirtations, to laugh, dance, sing, make love, loaf, play with his 
children and raise them as he sees fit.” (Rawick 101) Similarly, another revisionist 
interpretation of American slavery from scholar John W. Blassingame’s “The Slave 
Community” commented: “however oppressive or dehumanizing the plantation was, the 
struggle for survival was not severe enough to crush all of the slave’s creative 
instincts.”(Blassingame 105)  
I. I.5 Federal Writer’s Project Slave Narrative Collection 
As this thesis contends with the former slave narratives of the South Carolinian Writers’ 
Project, a brief description of it seems necessary. The interviews were amassed using mostly 
a standardized method of questioning, which has been criticised for its results. “When the 
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questionnaire was too closely followed, the result was stylized with superficial responses, 
devoid of spontaneity” (Yetman, 187)   However, despite the presence of significant 
repetition in the SNC, the second folklore editor, Benjamin Botkin, urged every SNC 
interviewer;  “to discover the real feeling of the person consulted and record this feeling 
regardless of his own attitude toward it”. For him, the importance of the project lay in 
showing “a living culture and understanding its’ meaning… in democratic society as a 
whole.” (qtd. inTaylor 19)  Botkin wanted to produce texts which held both the interviewer 
and informant to authenticity. The desire to represent the “whole” of a democratic society 
spoke directly to the marginalised and oppressed poor. This fascination with documenting the 
“whole” of society is a fashion shared with intellectual Lewis Mumford and his movement, 
New Nationalism. Mumford regarded “The FWP guides as indispensable towards creating a 
new sense of the regional setting and regional history, without which we cannot have an 
informed Body of citizens.” (Fox 19)  Botkin and Mumford were very much aligned within a 
different type of historical tradition, the Chapel Hill sociologists, who sought to document 
American life in a cosmopolitan and realistic sense. Hirsch argues that Botkin saw the 
process as a way of countering “the myth of pure national cultures and pure races.” (Hirsch 
200)  Historian Monty Noam Penkower suggests that the projects’ publications were not just 
faithful representations of slavery, but very progressive, thought- provoking research: “At a 
time of dislocation and disorder, when a swelling chorus of affirmation and praise in 
American culture zealously reasserted traditional values and reinforced conformity, the 
project’s guides (and subsequent auxiliary publications) did not simply represent a 
constricting search for unity in the collective national past.” (Penkower 12) 
I. I.6 South Carolinian editing of the Federal Writer’s Project  
However, historian Jody L. Graichen’s study of the South Carolinian Negro Writers Project 
(SCNWP), has demonstrated that they were not immune from censorship. The project which 
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spanned only one year from 1936 to 1937 provided employment opportunities to ten African-
American writers and gave them license to document the history of blacks, in their state, in 
their own words. (Graichen 1)  Writer Mildred Hare sought to provide a more accurate 
depiction of the history of blacks in the Reconstruction era 1865 to 1877. Hare contended that 
“the assertion that all Negro office-holders were ignorant and illiterate is false. Most Negroes 
fortunate enough to reach higher positions had attended colleges, and some of them had been 
graduated with distinction.” (qtd. in Graichen 14)  In addition to highlighting the educational 
achievements of blacks during the Reconstruction era, the writers’ project also sketched 
biographies of successful and influential black Reconstruction-era politicians such as Francis 
L. Cardoza, Thomas Ezekiel Miller and Beverly Nash, who all received praise for their 
legislative accomplishments. (Graichen 14)  However, the state director of the writer’s 
project, Mabel Montgomery, rather than publish the work as an intended separate guide, or 
intertwine the essays and biographical sketches into the state guide, elected to have white 
writers speak for blacks and draft new material. Historian Graichen argues that this decision 
eliminated any legitimate black representation in the state guide and skewed the image of life 
in the state for both blacks and whites. (Graichen 1)  As a result of the conscious forgetting of 
African-American voices in the New Deal in South Carolina, the research lent itself to 
studying this state in more detail. As Graichen concludes; “reinterpretations of slavery and 
Reconstruction, though bold at the time, could have strengthened the organizational structure 
of blacks in America and led to more immediate recognition for their valuable contributions 
to society.” (Graichen 25)  It is then with some careful consideration that the sources from the 
South Carolinian SNC are examined.   
I I.7 Conclusion Chapter 1  
This chapter has provided a brief overview of the damaging history and legacy of American 
slavery. It is a history clearly laden with myths, and some destructive, some inaccurate 
13 
 
untruths. These falsifications which have mythologised the history of slavery, have at best 
produced a distorted archive and at worse, produced deep psychological and social 
fragmentation in the African-American consciousness, if one is to believe the comments of 
scholars W.E.B. Du bois and I.A. Newby.  Moreover, the process of forgetting in South 
Carolina’s 1920s Historical Preservation Movement in Charleston, and the presence of heavy 
editing in the SCNWP, mean that the evidence found for slave agency in South Carolina is an 
important area in which to study. Therefore this thesis follows in the revisionist interpretation 
of American slavery, in constructing a semblance of black agency for the former enslaved 
and their communities. Not asserting a monolithic black culture, but a more nuanced 
understanding of slave culture in South Carolina.  
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Chapter 2: Slave narratives & resistance in South Carolina. 
2. I Introduction to South Carolina   
South Carolina has been characterized by a history of slave rebellion and resistance, but also 
by a history where blacks have been alternately neglected and misrepresented. (Newby)  By 
1720 there were approximately 18,000 people living in South Carolina – of whom 65 percent 
were African-American slaves. In St James Goose Creek alone, a county just north of 
Charleston, there were 535 whites to 2,027 black slaves. (Trinkley)  However, despite 
holding a majority until about 1920, blacks in South Carolina remained powerless, and racial 
myths plagued the South Carolinian historical landscape. Historian Newby asserts that 
“slavery inculcated in White Carolinians a set of historical ‘truths’ that were always an 
obstacle to racial reform, while it poisoned, or sought to poison the minds of blacks with 
assertions of their own inferiority and worthlessness.” (Newby 7)  These types of racially-
based untruths helped posit the idea that the former slave in South Carolina was no more than 
an object or victim. In the following section, various different types of slave culture can be 
explored to demonstrate slave agency. From rice cultivation, to music, spirituals, dance and 
frolics, to religion and beliefs, education and politics, they all are displayed in the South 
Carolinian SNC to dispel the idea that blacks were in anyway “Sambo” - inferior or 
worthless.  
2. I Slave Narrative Collection limitations   
  This starts with a discussion on the limitations of the application of the 1930’s SNC, 
using examples from the South Carolinian narratives to represent the concerns. Limitations of 
the narratives are embodied in the interactions between the interviewer and the interviewee. 
Historian Norman R. Yetman asserts that the issues around the etiquette of Southern race 
relations may have meant that aged blacks would perhaps have told interviewers “what they 
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wanted to hear”, or for similar reasons were not fully candid, or refused to tell the whole 
story, resulting in a kind of self-censorship. (Yetman 188)  Indeed, one South Carolinian 
narrative of ninety-four year old Amy Chapman when interviewed in 1937 said:  
“I kin tell you things about slavery times dat would make yo’ blood bile, but dey’s too 
terrible”. (Amy Chapman) 
The reluctance to completely disclose the intimate details of a painful history can be seen to 
be contrasted with an over willingness to be friendly. The perilous economic climate of the 
1930’s Great Depression meant that many former slaves were often interviewed in situations 
of near destitution. Hence, Yetman also claims it is apparent that some informants, mistaking 
the interviewer for a government representative who might somehow assist them in their 
economic plight, replied to questions with flattery and calculated exaggeration in an effort to 
curry the interviewers’ favor. (Yetman 187) An interaction between the interviewer W.W. 
Dixon and the informant, 83 year old former slave Sena Moore, in Winnsboro, South 
Carolina demonstrates this: 
“De lord take a lakin’ to you, and you to me! May you git to heaven when you die and 
I git dat pension befo’ I die. Amen!” (Sena Moore) 
Another interview with 79 year old former slave Charlie Davis also emphasises this.  
“Oh, well, I’s thankful for dis hour in which I’s been brought very near to de days of 
de long long ago. Maybe I’ll get a pension maybe I won’t. Just so de Lord and de 
President take notice of us, is enough for me.” (Charlie Davis) 
In addition to the presence of flattery within the interviews, it is likely that the interviewer’s 
race also affected an informant’s response. Certainly, the tone is noticeably different from the 
standard SNC interview, when black project writer Ralph Ellison ,who worked on the New 
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York City project, spoke to Leo Gurley on June 14th 1939, in Harlem, to discuss the presence 
of “Sweet-the-monkey” in Florence, South Carolina.  
 “He was one sucker who didn't give a dam bout the crackers. Fact is, they go got so 
they stayed out of his way. I caint never remember hear tell of any them crackers 
bothering that guy. He used to give em trouble all over the place and all they could do 
about it was to give the rest of us hell. It was this way: Sweet could make hisself 
invisible. You don't believe it? Well here's how he done it. Sweet-the-monkey cut 
open a black cat and took out its heart. Climbed up a tree backwards and cursed God. 
After that he could do anything. The white folks would wake up in 2 the morning and 
find their stuff gone. He cleaned out the stores. He cleaned up the houses. Hell, he 
even cleaned out the dam bank! He was the boldest black sonofabitch ever been down 
that way.” (Leo Gurley)  
The use of colorful language, and the more informal tone noted in this interaction between a 
black interviewer and interviewee, perhaps demonstrates that the narratives suffer from a 
certain lack of authenticity when the interviewer is white. Equally, when the interviewer is 
black it may well produce a more accurate portrayal of the former slave’s life. Hence, it is not 
without caution that these or any former slave narratives are to be used, because the validity 
and application of them is a fiercely contested issue. Nevertheless, despite the limitations of 
the SNC, these are some of the very few remaining first-person accounts of slavery. They 
have a vernacular quality which sets them apart from most other sources on American 
slavery. Yetman concludes that “if one wishes to understand the nature of the ‘peculiar 
institution’ that from the perspective of the slave, to reconstruct the cultural and social milieu 
of the slave community, or to analyse the social dynamics of the slave system, then these data 
are not only relevant, but essential.” (Yetman 189)   
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2. I.I Rice cultivation   
George P. Rawick contends “The slave community was actively confronting the white 
world. For example, while slaves were often deliberately inefficient, it is also true that they 
took pleasure and pride in acquiring new technical skills.” (Rawick 9)  This pride that Rawick 
articulates can be found to be evident in the South Carolinian narratives, particularly in 
relation to the successful enterprise of rice cultivation. Indeed by 1740 the former slaves 
provided total exports of 308,000 hundredweight of what was known as “Carolina Gold 
Rice.” (Joyner 14) One former slave who worked on a rice plantation in the lower Wacamaw 
County, named Morris, symbolises the pride he had over his work. After learning that the 
new landlord, the noted financier Bernard M. Baruch, thought of him as lazy and wished to 
put him off the plantation, (qtd. in Newby, 43) Morris responded defiantly.  
“De fust ting I remember are dose rice banks. I growed up in dem from dat high…. 
De strength of dese arms and dese legs and of dis old back, Mist’ Bernie, is in your 
rice banks… No Mist’ Bernie, you ain’t agoin’ to run old Morris off dis place” 
(Morris) 
 This recollection is evident of not only the ownership that former slaves had for their work, 
but also the ways in which the established power dynamic was contested with the slaveholder 
through daily exchanges. Revisionist scholar Eugene Genovese argues that the work habits of 
slaves were not those of an efficient, highly rationalised, and modernized workforce. Instead, 
he argues, slaves conformed to the traditional irregular rhythms, and patterns of rural, pre-
modern people. (qtd. inYetman 199)  This can be exemplified by the evidence for a 
communitarian approach to fieldwork in South Carolina. According to historian Charles 
Joyner “they organised themselves in a collective workforce, often hoeing in tempo with 
work songs, moving across the fields in a row” (Joyner 47). This type of communal farming 
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is not consistent with the highly individualistic methods of European and American 
agriculture. Intriguingly the demand for community based society can be found to be echoed 
in the desires of Stokely Carmichael’s 1970’s Black power movement in which he spoke 
“When we urge that black money go into black pockets, we mean the communal pocket. We 
want to see money go back into the community and used to benefit it. We want to see the 
cooperative concept applied in business and banking.” (Carmichael 532) 
2. I.2 Music, Spirituals and ‘Frolics’  
Plantation life for many a former slave in South Carolina was arguably made lighter through 
the use of what has been called spiritual music. These songs carried an ecclesiastical quality, 
which partly reflected a continuation of African music, thought and religion. The rendition of 
“If you see John the Writer” is laced with hope, freedom, and escaping the shackles of 
bondage.  
If you see John the writer, tell him you saw me! 
Tell him you saw me! 
If you see John the writer, tell him you saw me! 
Tell him you saw me! 
I’m travelin’ up the King Highway! 
I’m travelin’ up the King Highway! 
I’m travelin’ up the King Highway! 
When you saw me I was on my way! 
 
I was on my way to a heavenly land when you saw me! 
When you saw me! 
I was on my way to a heavenly land 
When you saw me I was on my way! (William Oliver)  
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The marriage of religious fervour and freedom can be seen in these lyrics, demonstrating the 
spiritual resistance to enslavement. The old King’s Highway is known as the so-called 
Underground Railroad, a chain of safe houses that stretched from the American South to Free 
States in the North. (Sweet)  The biblical theme and hope embodied in this spiritual can also 
be seen in the rendition of the song of former slave,106 year- old Louisa Davis, when 
interviewed by W.W. Dixon in Winnsboro, South Carolina:  
“I am bound for de Promise land!  
Oh! Who will arise an go with me?  
I am bound for the Promise Land! 
 I’ve got a mother in the Promise Land,  
My mother calls me an I mus go,  
To meet her in the Promise Land!” (Louisa Davis)  
Singing was also one aspect of what the SNC narratives refer to as ‘quiltings’or‘frolics’. 
These were informal gatherings of slaves from different plantations. Revisionist scholar 
Lawrence Levine in his 1977 book, entitled Black Culture and Black Consciousness, 
examines what he terms the ‘expressive dimension’ of black culture – its’ manifestations in 
language, dance and, in particular, music. Slave music, Levine argues, “was a distinctive 
cultural form, and it was created or constantly recreated through a communal process” adding 
that it “created a new world by transcending the narrow confines of the one in which they 
were forced to live” The slaves’ sacred universe, which was reflected in their folk beliefs, 
tales, and music, created an alternative source of status; it provided a sense of hope, dignity, 
self-worth and community, and prevented “legal slavery from becoming spiritual slavery”  
(qtd. in Yetman, 198).  Sallie Paul, interviewed by Anne Ruth Davis on November 19
th
 1937 
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in Marion County, South Carolina demonstrates the pleasure and enjoyment that the 
memories of these ‘quiltings’ conjure up.  
 “Oh, here I tell you, dey had de finest kind of enjoyments in dem days. It was sho a 
time, to speak about, when dey had one of dem quiltings on de plantation. Didn’ do 
nothing but quilt quilte en dance den play some sort of somthin after dey would get 
done. Colored people wouls have quiltings to one of the dey own house, up in de 
quarter, heap of de nights en dey would frolic en play en dance dere till late up in de 
night..” (Sallie Paul) 
It's no surprise that Sallie Paul recalled 'de finest kind of enjoyment',quiltings were a deeply 
subversive activity. Slaves were actively engaged in producing quilts which were used as 
coded messages carriers, assisting in the organisation of escapes to freedom. ("Black History 
Month”) Additionally, Louisa Davis, who was interviewed by W.W. Dixon in Winnsboro, 
South Carolina, tells of a romance that escaped the attention of ‘de patrollers’ and also 
conveys her admiration for two esteemed fiddlers:    
“Patroller, you ask me? ‘Spect I do ‘member them. Was’nt I a goodlookin’ woman? 
Didn’t Sam want to see me more than twice a week? Would’nt he risk it widout de 
pass some time? Sure he did. De patrollers got after and run Sam many a time”  
“I sho’ like to dance when I was younger. De fiddlers was Henry Copley and Buck 
Manigault; and if anybody ‘round here could make a fiddle ring like Buck could, 
would’nt surprise me none if my heart wouldn’t cry out to my legs.” (Louisa Davis) 
These talents for creative expression and the opportunity for flirtations demonstrate the 
intensely human qualities and aptitudes for musical talent that the former slave communities 
had. The ‘frolics’ reveal a level of autonomy that could be seen to provide status, dignity and 
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spiritual emancipation. Certainly the plantation slaves carried on these dances quite 
frequently, often at the expense of the slaveholder.  The “Big Corn” tale in FWP writer 
Botkins “Lay my burden down” exemplifies the story of a slave who cared more for frolics 
than work. According to the evidence, former slave Old John and Master Murray get in an 
altercation over the building of a fence. Old John would rather go and play the fiddle for a 
plantation dance on Fenwick Island than do the job. So Old John snuck off Friday night, not 
to return until Monday morning, when it is believed he interrupted his master on two separate 
occasions to sing out: 
“Go ‘way, Master I ain’t got time to talk with you now”, following on to interrupt 
Master Murray once again to say “go on home to Missus, Master, I too shame, great 
God, I too shame! Go on home. Master turns round in the track and goes home 
without a word, ‘cause he see the old nigger ain’t going to give him any satisfaction 
‘bout Saturday.” (Old Tom) 
 This account exemplifies how slaves always contested the existing power dynamics of white 
domination, and demonstrates the prevalence and popularity of these ‘frolics’. In confronting 
and openly lying to his master Old John demonstrated an ability to override the established 
authority, and thus resist submission. If Old John’s testimony is a reflection on a wider 
example of former slave practices, it can be argued that power and agency were not a static 
given, but a contested social dynamic, which had to be constantly renegotiated and 
reconsidered. Thus, the expression of will in Old John’s testimony is symbolic of a culture of 
resistance.       
2. I.3 Education and Reconstruction Era politicians  
Additionally, it was not only entertainment and choral skills that the former slaves in South 
Carolina were developing. According to an interview conducted by SNC writer Mrs 
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Genevieve Chandler, with a man known as Uncle Albert Carolina at Marrells Inlet, South 
Carolina in March 26
th
 of 1937, there were secretive attempts to educate themselves also: 
“Brought us up in Sabbus (Sabbath) school. Sunrise prayer-meeting. Ten o’clock 
Sunday school. Leven o’clock the service, three o’clock service again and Eight at 
night—service again. Raise us taughen (taught) in the church. Steal off Slavery time 
in they own house and have class meeting. Driver come find’em, whip’em.” (Uncle 
Albert Carolina). 
Uncle Albert Carolina refers to a Sunday School which used to “steal off slavery time”. It 
was not uncommon for the merger of religious practices with teaching in the slave 
communities, but this is one of the few accounts from the SNC narratives in South Carolina 
in which an informant openly tells of the existence of class meetings within their own houses 
and social space. This assessment of the striving for educational attainment can also be found 
in the narrative of Sallie Paul, aged 79, from Marion, South Carolina, interviewed by Annie 
Ruth Davis in October or November of 1937: 
 “Some of dem could read out de hymn book en some of dem couldn’ tell one word 
from de other. Yes, mam, some of de young Massa would steal off to de woods wid 
dey coloured mate on a Sunday evenin en learn dem to read. No, Lord, dere won’ no 
schools nowhe’ for de colored people in dem days. White folks catch nigger wid a 
book, nigger sho know he gwine get a whipping” (Sallie Paul) 
This account from Sallie Paul seems to suggest that there was an informal link between ‘de 
young Massa”, those that were white children, and “dey coloured mate”, those that were 
black children, who both took to the woods to secretly teach the latter how to read. If this can 
be perceived to be the case, this one account opens the possibility to suggest that the presence 
of a biracial network of education between the children of slavery existed. Furthermore, the 
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account of Paul Jenkins, the son of a former slave and Reconstruction era politician, 
demonstrates that education was not necessarily always forbidden, and that the determination 
and desire to succeed academically and politically was never too far from the ambitions of 
former slaves:    
“my daddy learn to read, write and cipher while he was a slave. The Jenkins family 
help him, he say ‘cause he always keep the peace, and work ad he was told to do. 
When he’s set free, that white family help him get settled and loaned him books. He 
go to Charleston bout’ 1868 and buy an armful of books and studied at night or 
whenever he had the chance. That is why he was able to make the political races 
which he make and profit by. He send me and Edgar, he fidgitty lak and decide he go 
to Pennsylvania and make a fortune” (Paul Jenkins) 
Scholar Eric Foner, who researched former Governor Papers in South Carolina from the 
1870’s, discusses how the episode of the Reconstruction era can be seen to be a landmark in 
the campaign for civil rights and local politics.  Foner argues that “the former slaves can be 
seen as major actors on the stage of history here”. He added “they were not just manipulated 
by unscrupulous carpetbaggers from the North the way the traditional view showed. They 
were not just people who came out of slavery, purely ignorant with no understanding of what 
freedom was, with no understanding of what democracy was no capacity to take on roles in 
government. In fact, the amazing thing was how rapidly local leadership developed from out 
of these former slave communities.” (Foner 199) This can be illustrated further in the account 
of Paul Jenkins.   
“Daddy just seem to make friends of all the people ‘bout him, and our house, close to 
Smoak, was big meetin’ place most of the time. Sometimes the visitors are all white 
men. But at other days the niggers come and talk, tell funny tales, and laugh. Most of 
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the meetin’s at the house was late at night, ‘cause my daddy always go to his office at 
Walterboro, on week days. People comin’ and goin’ there, all the time. Daddy was 
sho’ popular with the people generally speakin’.” (Paul Jenkins) 
This narrative of Paul Jenkins provides an interpretation for the progressive interracial social 
and political setting of the 1870’s which seemed to have largely been successful in providing 
representative local politics to African-American residents in South Carolina. Moreover, 
Jenkins’ interaction and endorsement of Senator General M.C. Butler is emblematic of this 
type of interracial climate of the 1870s.    
“The biggest crowd I ever seen up to that time, was when General M.C. Butler come 
to Walterboro in 1882, to speak. He had been United States Senator since 1876, and 
was a candidate for re-election. General Butler such pleased, that day, when many 
white leaders and daddy call at his hotel and tell him that daddy had been asked by his 
neighbours to introduce him. He say: “Well, from what I hears, Paul Jenkins can do 
that job as well as anybody in the State.’ Then he pat daddy on the shoulder. 
“At the speakin’ daddy gets up, and the big crowd slaps its hands for joy, and laughs, 
too. Daddy not laugh much, just smile. Then he throw back his shoulders and say: 
“General Butler, lak Moses, led us forth at last, 
The barren wilderness he pass’d,  
Did on the very border stand,  
Of the bless’d Promise Land,  
And from the misty mountain tops of his exalted wit,  
Saw it himself and showed us it!  
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That’s why we am sendin’ him back----.  
That was all I hear. Daddy not allowed to finish. The people riot with pleasure, and 
General Butler say the tribute am de finest he ever hear, and smile at daddy sittin’ 
there on the platform with the other big folks.” (Paul Jenkins)  
The oratory of Paul Jenkins was well received by an interracial audience and can demonstrate 
the ability of former slaves to rise quickly to political prominence. The use of biblical terms 
in his speech demonstrates an uncanny understanding for appropriating religious vernacular 
in a political setting, which is not too dissimilar from the famed speeches of the Civil Rights 
Movement some hundred years later. Foner comments about this period of Black 
Reconstruction as being more generally the birth of the notion of the Civil Rights movement.  
He comments “partly under the pressure of Black activism in the South on the ground, and 
partly under the pressure of radical republicans in the North—wiped away Johnson’s plan 
and put into the laws and constitution of the United States the Civil Rights Act of 1866, 
which is one of the most important laws ever passed. This was the beginning of the concept 
of civil rights. The 14th and 15th Amendments, which put this principle of equality of 
citizens’ into the constitution—first of all, they established Black citizenship.”(Foner 200)  
Undeniably the large swell of local black politicians and representation within this era 
demonstrates a new degree of integration for African-Americans in public political life in the 
United States. While the oratory skills of people like Paul Jenkins, and Frederick Douglass, 
who is discussed within the context of language and wit, demonstrate a trend in the merger of 
biblical and prophetic language into a political setting, which can be seen as one of the key 
success of the rhetoric used in the of the Civil Rights movement. This pattern of oratory skill 
started in the ‘mother wit’ on the plantation of the former slaves, and in the era of Black 
Reconstruction and Abolitionists.            
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Similarly, this can be confirmed by the account of 62 year old former slave and bricklayer 
Tom Chisoln, of his father Caesar Chisoln, who represented the Democratic Party for 
Colleton County in the South Carolinian House of Representatives for ten years. This further 
reveals how former slaves rose quickly to become prominent political representatives.  
 “He could read and figure up ‘most anything, when he was set free, and he had 
notions of his own, too. For instance, he marry my mammy” 
“I come to Columbia with him, when he serve in de Legislature. When he tell de 
nigger and white folks, back in Colleton, dat he was not aimin’ to run for de 
Legislature no more, they was sad. One stime I go with hum to Smoak’s where 
Congressmen George D. Tillman was to speak on one of his campaigns. I felt pretty 
big, when Congressmen Tillman smile and grasp de hand of my daddy and say: You’s 
goin to say a few words for me befo’ I starts, eh, Chisoln? I sho’ will, if you laks, say 
my daddy.  
He goes on to say:   
“Governor Heyward was always a good friend of daddy, and he was proud to see us 
makin’ good in de insurance business.” (Tom Chisoln) 
These types of political relationships during the Reconstruction era are symbolic of the 
talents and aptitudes former slaves had for learning and understanding the complex American 
political system. This witnessed the birth of the public display of African-Americans’ 
penchant for public oratory skill, which has most notably been reinforced by the efforts later 
on from Civil Rights icons such as Martin Luther King in his “I have a Dream” speech in 
which he stated “This momentous decree is a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro 
slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering justice.” (King 1)    
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2. I.4 Language and Wit 
In FWP Folklore Director Benjamin Botkin’s 1945 publication, “Lay my burden down” he 
presents forty-two more South Carolinian former slave narrative excerpts from the 1930’s  
Folklore Project.  One of many of the interesting features of this publication is the “Mother 
Wit” piece, which details the inherent talents for intuitive wisdom that are apparent in Paul 
Jenkins, and other African-Americans’ rhetorical speeches, when former slave Sylvia Durant 
of Marion County, South Carolina said: 
“How I larnt such?  It come to me” “I ain’t talking ‘bout what I heard; I’m talking 
‘bout what I done seed” “This is a fact; taint no lie. It’s what I done” “Most of them 
things works iffen you tries them.” (Sylvia Durant) 
The interviewer Annie Ruth Davis adds that ‘the talk is canny, full of shrewd meaning and 
sly humour.” (qtd. in Botkin 1)  Indeed, Davis’s observation is emblematic of the way in 
which humour can be seen to be a symbol of black agency. Scholar Chris A. Kamer has 
emphasized that American blacks; “have savoured language as a means of conflict and 
control’, against what they perceive as the white power structure. The black pose was called 
‘puttin on ole massa.’ [the old master]” (Kramer 365) An example of this type of wit can be 
seen in the South Carolinian narrative of Mingo White’s portrayal of the beating and response 
of Ned White: 
 “After ol’ Ned got such a terrible beatin’ fer preayin’ for freedom he slipped off an’ 
went to de North to jine de Union Army. After he got in de army he wrote to Marse 
Tom. In his letter he had dose words:  
“I am laying down, marsa, and sittin’ up marsa; meaning dat he went to bed when he 
felt like it an got up when he pleased to.” (Mingo White). 
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There is certainly power in the creative and humorous responses of the former enslaved and 
of those who more broadly resisted the oppressions of slavery. Frederick Douglass, a former 
slave and an abolitionist orator and writer contested slavery in this manner, through his 
deployment of sharp irony and satire:  
“Oh, consider the wonderful goodness of God! Look at your hard, horny hands, your 
strong muscular frames, and see how mercifully he has adapted you to the duties you 
are to fulfill! While to your masters, who have slender frames and long delicate 
fingers, he has given brilliant intellects that they may do the thinking, while you do 
the working.” (Frederick Douglass qtd. In Kramer 629) 
Douglass also deployed on many occasions the use of proverbial language for sharp political 
effect. According to historian Wolfgang Mieder, “Scholars have repeatedly pointed out that 
Frederick Douglass has a ‘powerful as well as picturesque style’, that he has ‘a gift for vivid 
phrases’, and that he is skilled ‘in marshaling figurative language’.” (Mieder 37)  Mieder 
exemplifies this skill of oratory in an impressive analysis of Douglass’s proverbial use of 
language. One noticeable example can be found when, “it is now not time to mince matters -
not time to run with the hare, and hold with the hound.” (qtd, in Mieder 268)  Similarly 
Douglass deploys another proverb in “confirmation of this truth is as strong as thunder.” (qtd. 
in Mieder 456)  His use of proverbial language taps into a wit and ability that can equally be 
traced back to the oral tradition found on the plantations, and a skill which syncs effortlessly  
into the tradition of black humour. According to Teresa A. Goddu , Glenda Carpio, the writer 
of Laughing fit to kill argued “black humour serves both as recognition of dispossession and 
as a critique of racism; it speaks of grief as well as grievance”, (qtd. in  Goddu 422)  adding 
that “black humour is more than a coping mechanism: it is a powerful form of social and 
political critique as well as a rich expression of creativity and pleasure. It is also the power 
that accompanies the act of creativity – the ability to ‘create’ oneself through ‘redescriptions’ 
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of the ‘dominant discourse.’ “(Goddu 422) it is in this sense that a spirit of creative 
playfulness and humour can be seen to counter oppression and establish black agency. 
2. I.5 Religion and Beliefs  
Historian Thomas L. Webber recognized the role that religion played in constructing the 
slave community.  Webber contended that the former slave community had a “clandestine 
congregation – which was secret, informal, black-initiated and black-controlling all aspects of 
slave religious life.” (qtd. inYetman 195)  This can be illustrated from a narrative not from 
South Carolina, but the Indiana Writers’ project, and the use of upturned pots in the narrative 
from former slave Mrs Harriet Chestam.     
“We often had prayer meeting out in the quarters, and to keep the folks in the “big  
house” from hearing us, we would take pots, turn them down, put something under 
them, that let the sound go in the pots, put them in a row by the door, then our voices 
would not go out, and we could sing and pray to our heart’s content” ( Mrs Harriet 
Cheatham) 
Additionally, spiritual beliefs were an essential part of how the slave community developed 
distinctively from their white counterparts. The SNC narratives in South Carolina markedly 
demonstrate this. The beliefs in superstition and the spirit world are two constant themes that 
can be found in the SNC. Louisa Davis reminisces about ghost stories.      
 “Oh yes, us had ghost stories, make you hair stand on end, and us put iron in de fire 
when us hear screech owl, and put dream book under bed to keep off bad dreams.” 
(Louisa Davis)  
Former slave Ophelia Jemison of Charleston, S.C. was asked by her interviewer about the 
spirit world also:  
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Opehlia was asked if she believed that spirits ever came back to see their loved ones. 
(Cassels R. Tiedeman) 
“I knowed sperrits come back. I seen um. Ef a pusson die mean an wicked an' want 
you, he come back an' git at you sure ting. You jes' go up to de grabe yaad 
(graveyard) at at sun down, an' hold you head close down to de ground you kin hear 
em comin' up louder an' louder an' ef you don't git way, you'll be snatched down in 
one ob dem graves.” (Ophelia Jemison)  
These beliefs in the spirit world are probably traceable to African cultural survivals. Historian 
Walter C. Rucker claims that “Slaves were human beings as well as Africans from specific 
socio-political contexts and cultural backgrounds. While the conclusion that resistance is a 
human response might be  true on  the most rudimentary level,  it  would only  seem  logical  
that the types of  resistance engaged in  by  slaves  were largely determined and shaped by 
their African past.” (Rucker 132)  If it can be contended that these beliefs were so distinct 
from white culture, it is arguable that this spiritual belief system is yet another example of 
how the slaves were not cultureless dependents.  
2. I.6 Rebellion 
 South Carolina is also well known for the notorious slave conspiracy of freeman Denmark 
Vesey in 1822.  Vesey was an extraordinary example of a skilled black professional in 19
th
 
century Charleston, it is estimated his considerable woodworking talents had earned him 
approximately $8,000 by 1822. (Rucker 135)  Historian Walter C. Rucker claims that the 
Vesey conspiracy in Charleston demonstrated how pan-African cultural survivals could be 
seen as a binding instrument for the low-countries’ diverse Gullah community. A wide range 
of African cultural heritages can be seen to participate in the slave revolt, ranging from Akan, 
Igbo, Mande, Gullah, French-speaking Haitian, to English-speaking American-born slaves. 
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(Rucker 143)  Rucker argues this pan-African spiritual and linguistic togetherness can be 
exemplified by co-conspirator, and co-leader, Jack Gullah. It is believed Jack brought 
esoteric spiritual practices from his Angolan homelands which were familiar to the numerous 
Bantu-speaking West-central Africans present in South Carolina. (Rucker 136)  These 
practices are widely believed to have been used to persuade the recruitment of between 6,600 
and 9,000 co-conspirators, and to have instilled confidence in the brigade. (Ruck er 134)  
Scholar George P. Rawick has noted that “there was the existence of ‘bushmail’ or 
what West Indian blacks today wryly call the ‘niggergram’ to aid resistance efforts. The 
sources were girls that waited on the tables, the ladies’ maids, and the drivers, who would 
pick up everything they heard and pass it on to the other slaves.”(Rawick 107)  It is highly 
probable, given that the members of the Vesey revolt were so dispersed, that communication 
between Vesey and other slave societies must have used some form of ‘bushmail’. Moreover, 
there is evidence provided which demonstrates language as a tool for subversion. One court 
witness known as James Mall described how a young white man about sixteen or seventeen 
years old testified that "Gullah Jack was frequently at [Tom's] shop-and they frequently 
talked together in Gullah so that I should not understand them.” (Rucker 137) Rucker has 
referenced scholar James C. Scott to demonstrate that this activity of code-switching and 
“The use of Gullah dialect in this manner creates what James C. Scott refers to as a ‘hidden 
transcript.’ By using Gullah dialect as a medium of communication, slaves could safely 
criticize and mock slaveholders.” (qtd.in Rucker 137) 
2. I.7 Conclusion. Chapter 2  
This chapter has sought to construct a detailed account of how the former slaves and their 
communities in South Carolina, as well as the talents of abolitionist writer Frederick 
Douglass, helped to construct a distinct and long history of resistance through culture. 
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Despite the noted limitations in researching and applying the SNC it can be revealed that the 
efforts of community- based work on the rice plantations, and the daily exchanges between 
former slaves like Morris and Old John can demonstrate that the existing power dynamic of 
white domination was never static, but always contested. Additionally, the SNC in South 
Carolina has revealed the extent to which music, dance and ‘quiltings’ had on the ability of 
the former slaves to take dignity and self-worth from these creative events. The fond 
recollections of Louisa Davis exemplify this. Moreover, it can be concluded that the level of 
education and the seeking out of political leadership positions that the former slaves opted for 
during the Black Reconstruction era of the 1870s in South Carolina, validate the existence of 
a creative and informed former slave community. While it also important to note, that though 
there was less evidence detailing the prevalence of humour on plantation life in South 
Carolina, Frederick Douglass, among other abolitionists writers, have used humour as a tool 
for resisting oppression. Equally, the role of a clandestine religion and deep beliefs in the 
spiritual world cannot be dismissed as a distinguishing feature that separated black and white 
cultures. Lastly, this chapter used the work of historian Walter C. Rucker to exhibit the 
unified and organised nature of the South Carolinian “Gullah” community in the 1822 slave 
insurrection of Denmark Vesey. The analysis of the slave community in South Carolina and 
elsewhere has demonstrated that the notion of the dependent and cultureless “Sambo” is 
outdated, and does not reflect the true and nuanced nature of highly complex and dynamic 
slave society.  
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Conclusion:  
The problems associated with the memorialisation of American slavery have been discussed 
in Chapter 1. Predominantly the scholars associated with the traditional historiography, such 
as Stanley M Elkins, have rendered the former slave as a docile and passive actor. While the 
legacy of slavery and race relations has produced blemishes which run deep in the African-
American historical consciousness, as articulated in this thesis by Du Bois and I.A. Newby. 
However, this thesis has sought to affirm that far from being rendered the cultureless and 
passive slave those in South Carolina constructed a cultural identity that is consistent with a 
form of resistance against the structural oppression of the White American South during 
slavery. The slave communities in this region disputed unfavourable power relations in 
numerous ways. In their minds, actions, and in some cases spirits, the slaves resisted, and 
held a semblance of autonomy over their lives. This kind of behaviour can be found within 
the SNC, and within the cultural and psychological realm of the slave. Of course the slaves, 
while not being formally free, had what can be described as a freedom of the soul. The 
primary texts which provided the most evidence for this claim came from those former slaves 
who were the unlettered and the undistinguished, and the subjects of the SNC. This did in 
essence capture a certain kind of truth, as project director Benjamin Botkin alluded to in the 
introduction when stating “they have the forthrightness, tang and tone of people talking, the 
immediacy and concreteness of the participant and the eyewitness, and the salty irony and 
mother wit which, like the gift of memory, are kept alive by the bookless.”   
Therefore in arguing for a resistance through culture, this thesis can illustrate how the 
dynamics of everyday power can be culturally resisted. Perhaps signifying how oppressed 
individuals and groups more generally can have political agency over those who are in formal 
power. Chapter 2 sought primarily to dispel the myth of the passive slave. The analysis of the 
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SNC in South Carolina has demonstrated that the revisionist historiography which affirms 
that the slaves had a strong cultural and creative basis of resistance can be displayed in this 
southern state. It has been confirmed that through  six different qualitative pieces of analysis, 
namely Rice Cultivation, Music Spirituals and ‘Frolics’, Education and Reconstruction Era 
Politicians, Language & Wit, Beliefs & Religion, and Rebellion, that a resistance culture can 
reveal a proud and vibrant slave community. These groups and individuals can be seen to be 
contesting the power of slavery every day, through the defiance of Morris on the lower 
Wacamaw rice plantations, to the obstinacy of Old John, and the in the writing of the letter 
from Ned White to his master stating his bold statement that “I am laying down, marsa, and 
sittin’ up marsa; meaning dat he went to bed when he felt like it an got up when he pleased 
to.” Overall, this thesis illustrates the vital importance of witness narratives in establishing 
historical truths, and dispelling the potential long-term damaging effects of myths and 
untruths on social cultures and history. It is hoped that this thesis has provided a modest 
contribution to the acts and agency to all those former slaves who have endured. Additionally 
the research on the lives of the former slaves in South Carolina has many new avenues that 
can be explored. Most interestingly, the scholarship that was briefly alluded to in this thesis, 
the work that Eric Foner has produced on the Governor papers of South Carolina from the 
1870’s, could shed more insight into the role that Black Reconstruction politicians played 
during these interesting years. In conjugation with the many unpublished slave itineraries that 
are currently left unexplored in the Charleston archives suggests that the depths of the 
exploration of American slavery can be further analysed and localised in the case of South 
Carolina.   
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